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RECONSTRUCTING IDENTITIES AND GENDER
IN DISCOURSE: ENGLISH TRANSPLANTED*
Tamara M. Valentine
The diaspora of English has altered the linguistic behavior of its
users and their attitudes toward the language, constructing 'new'
social, personal, and literary identities. As Braj Kachru's schematiza-
tion of the globalization of English illustrates, the teitn 'diaspora'
applies not only to a mass migration of people but to the spread of
languages as well. This chapter is directed at the relationship be-
tween gender and the spread of English, with special reference to bi-
lingual women from the multilingual settings of South Asia. It views
the linguistic choices South Asian women make and the impact of
these choices on their individual lives as well as on their social, per-
sonal, and literary communities. Examining the three cultural com-
munities of practice: women as writers, innovators, and transmitters
of cultural, gender, and linguistic identities, this paper addresses is-
sues challenging the limits of Western static, monolithic models and
the monolingual norms. Just as the creation of new non-Western cul-
tural and regional identities has emerged due to the diaspora of Eng-
lish, so has a range of social identities of English developed and a
range of attitudes toward the English variety defined by gender and
other subcultural identities.
Introduction
Diasporic communities are usually identified as those groups of people who have
dispersed from one place, i.e., their ancestral homeland, to many other places. Of-
ten identified with the .Icwish experience and more recently with the ethnic expe-
riences of African and Chinese transnationals, diaspora refers to a movement of
people who continue to maintain dual national consciousness. As a result of dias-
poric movements, most communities maintain strong links to their home environ-
ments as evidenced by their strong religious, linguistic, and cultural bonds in their
new environs. Often, however, few groups become displaced both physically and
psychologically, breaking all ties with their homeland scattering members all over
the world, to make newly-chosen cultural connections and embark on new cul-
tural journeys. The South Asian diaspora with specific reference to Asian Indians
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will simply be identified as the spread of people from South Asia to other parts of
the world who share a homeland, its history, and ancestry.'
The first diaspora of the Asian Indian movement dates back to the nine-
teenth century when from 1820-1910 the rural laboring and farm class hired as
indentured workers filled labor gaps around the world in regions such as the
Caribbean, Africa, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific Islands. After a discontinuous
stream of and a decline of Asian Indian immigrants, a second wave occurred when
urban, professionally-qualified Asian Indians increasingly immigrated for eco-
nomic reasons to North America and later to Western Europe, Australia and the
Middle East. The growing presence of Asian Indian immigrants was attracted to
the Western 'pull' rather than the Indian 'push', draining South Asia of its re-
sourceful young professionals, English-educated and trained in their technical,
medical, and scientific fields (Bhardwaj & Rao 1990).
The term 'diaspora' applies not only to a mass migration of people, but to
the spread of languages as well, as Braj Kachru's dynamic schematization of the
globalization of English illustrates. This paper, then, is directed at the relationship
between the spread of English and gender, with reference to bilingual women
who represent the multilingual settings of South Asia. Just as the creation of new
non-Western cultural and regional identities has emerged due to the scattering of
English-speaking diasporics, so has a range of social identities of English devel-
oped and a range of attitudes toward the English variety defined by gender and
other subcultural identities.
More importantly, this chapter deals with language choice, the choice of the
English language by women who have elected to speak, write, or promote it for
specific purposes, and the impact this choice has made on their individual lives
and on their social and personal communities. 1 view the relationship between
gender and the English language in diaspora within and across South Asian mul-
tilingual contexts in three cultural communities of practice^; women's writing
COMMUNITIES, where English has become the new language of gender identity in
the circle of South Asian bilingual women writers of South Asia; women's local
COMMUNITIES, where the choice or promotion of English is linked to women's
identities in their South Asian communities and to their attitudes toward English
and toward their local and regional languages; and women's communities in
TRANSITION, where South Asian immigrant women are pushing English into an-
other phase at the expense of their nondominant home language. Within these
three cultural contexts, then, bilingual women's creativity is one of the 'various
strands of pluralism' in the diaspora of English — each strand stitched together to
form a patchwork of English bilingual writers, innovators, and transinitters of cul-
tural and linguistic identities both within and across Western and non-Western
multilingual, multicultural contexts.
i
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South Asian English women writer's community
One consequence of the long-term contact of English with other languages in
multiUngual and multicultural contexts is the growing body of creative indige-
nous writing in English and the development of contact literatures in English —
literatures written by the users of English as a second language to convey a na-
tional identity and a linguistic distinctiveness. Focusing on the historical and cul-
tural contexts, observations and conclusions in most of the literature on World
Englishes admit to the impact that the process of colonialism has had on the histo-
ries of colonized countries and on its participants belonging to English users of
the expanding and outer circles. Inheriting the literary and colonial history, the
English language has produced a 'new' woman as user, writer, and speaker of
English, who social historians, literary cultural critics, feminist theorists, and new
historicists maintain acquired not only the language of the English reality but the
ethos of the male reality. What effect, then, did the Englishizing process have not
only on the contact literatures but on its colonial cultures, in particular. South
Asian Indian women writing in English?
Women's entry into the public literary sphere in India began in the mid-
nineteenth century with two women writers born into well-educated, progressive,
and elite families who chose English as their language of expression: fiction writer
and poet. Torn Dutt (1856-1877) and poet and political activist, Sarojini Naidu
(1879-1949). Toru Dutt's torment of writing in English is described as a sense of
unreality: The woman writer found herself fearfully, perilously working her way
towards a reality that had no readily conceivable form' (Alexander 1989:12). Sa-
rojini Naidu, on the other hand, refused to speak English until she was nine. Her
parents forced her to learn the English language or she was punished. But by the
age of eleven she began writing poetry in the language she resisted, English
(Tharu & Lalita 1991).
It isn't until many years later that distinguished postcolonial Indian novelist
Kamala Markandaya comes on the English-writing scene in 1954, then other no-
table novelists such as Ruth Prawer Jhabwala, Nayantara Sahgal, and Anita Desai,
that women writers begin to establish a respectable reputation alongside the male
writers of English. Since these early times, an on-going debate rages, questioning
the authenticity of bilingual English writers writing in a nonnative language for
creative purposes: Why do these writers choose to write in the language of the
colonial power and not their 'true' language, i.e., regional, local, or caste variety?
Consequently, the quest for identity echoes the voices of other bilingual writers
across the world who have expressed a collective concern about their schizolin-
gual spirit and mixed feelings toward their second language.
3
Many international women writers of the extended circle share the common
concern that writing in English is a two-edged sword: Ghanaian English writer
Ama Ata Aido comments, 'Whilst one is aware of the language issue as a big is-
sue, it is better for a writer to write in English, than not to write at all' (James
1990:9). Contemporary English-writer from Nigeria Zaynab Alkali finds herself in
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a similar predicament when she says, 'I find writing in Enghsh agonizing, to say
the least ... Naturally, I would feel more comfortable writing in my own language
(Hausa) but the audience, as you know, would be limited' (Jaines 1990:31). And
Indian author Gita Mehta 1997, remarks that regional-language writers are being
forced to write in the second language, English, in order to make a living. With
despair she remarks: 'Are we more valid because the world has become more in-
terested in us because we write in English?' £
Four processes of writing in English
Particular to these women writers is an assortment of feelings toward their second
language, English. For many bilingual women writers of South Asia, English is re-
garded as one of the many South Asian languages, a cultural mirror, the universal
tongue, but for other writers, the English language is an expression of anguish
associated with alienation, rootlessness, and the post-colonial consciousness. For
other women, English is the language of freedom, discovery, and rebirth; and for
others, it represents linguistic defiance, a means to set up an alternative cultural
model to define the female identity for which there is no existing model. Braj
Kachru 1996a names this dual personality as the agony and ecstasy generated by
the power of English.
Labels used to symbolize the power of English
Positive Negative
National identity Anti-nationalism
Literary renaissance Anti-native culture
Cultural mirror Materialism
(for native cultures) Vehicle for Westernization
Liberalism Ethnocentrism
Universahsm Permissiveness
Secularism Divisiveness
Technology Alienation
Science Colonialism
Mobility
Access code
The writings in English by South Asian women fall into four categories:
(a) UNIVERSalization: the women writers accept English as one of their
many Indian languages, creatively altering it to suit their native cultural m
and social needs;
(b) intellectual/linguistic mutedness: the use of English deprives
women writers of articulating their native gender identities because
women's reality, which cannot be expressed in its own terms, differs
from the dominant mode of expression, which has been generated by
the dominant communicative systems;
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(c) CREATIVE empowerment: the use of English empowers women writers
by freeing them from the burdens associated with their native hnguistic
varieties, programming meanings to not-yet-coded concepts, which
their first language does not allow them to express; and
(d) LINGUISTIC dehance: the women writers reject English in its present
form. English is a linguistic and cultural construct only to be seized,
dismantled, and reformed by women writers to encode their own new
sounds, meanings, and structures.
Universalization: English, what is the fuss?
Universalization captures the complete identity of the South Asian writer with
the English language as with any native Indian language. She doesn't choose her
language, the language chooses her.^ South Indian poet Kamala Das, most noted
for the naturalness of her Indian English, belongs to the category of poets who
wonders what all the fuss is about.
I write poetry in English because I have found writing in English a lit-
tle less difficult than writing in Malayalam. 'Why in English' is a silly
question. It is like asking us why we do not write in Swahili or Serbo-
Croat. English being the most familiar, we use it. That is all ... (Lai
1969:102-3).
Das (1973:45) further defends her use of the Indian variety of English with all its
'distortions' and 'queernesses' in the poem 'An Introduction'.-''
I am Indian, very brown, born in
Malabar, I speak three languages, write in
Two, dream in one. Don't write in English, they said,
English is not your mother-tongue. Why not leave
Me alone, critics, friends, visiting cousins.
Every one of you? Why not let me speak in
Any language 1 like? The language I speak
Becomes mine, its distortions, its queernesses
All mine, mine alone. It is half English, half
Indian, funny perhaps, but it is honest,
It is as human as I am human, don't
You see? It voices my joys, my longings, my
Hopes, and it is useful to me as cawing
Is to crows or roaring to the lions, it
Is human speech, the speech of the mind that is
Here and not there, a mind that sees and hears and
Is aware.
Contemporary Bengali-Keralan novelist Arundhati Roy 1997a, b compares these
cynics to 'disapproving parents' to whom she replies rather guiltily:
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language is the skin on my thought; the way I write is a reflex ... I
don't choose to write in English because I have a choice, it is my first
language, I do speak both Malayalam and Hindi, and I can't write in
them as fluently. It is a choice that was made before I was of the age I
could choose. I am a product of the colonial past and I cannot deny
that. Colonialism didn't end in 1947, but continues. Colonialism tam-
pered with our deepest cultural identity. [We] writers of English, stand
in a third world colonized country but are privileged and part of elite.
Veteran Indian novelist Anita Desai (1990:3), having learned English as her first
language in a mission school, sums up her view of writing in English:
... a writer in India must choose which is to be [her] particular instru-
ment, tool or game ... But these choices are made so early in life they
can hardly be called choices. They are made instinctively rather than
intellectually and it is circumstance that dictates the choice.
Later in life Desai becomes aware that when other writers thought hard and long
about using a 'foreign language' to express Indian thought, modes of expression,
and experiences, she reaUzes she had 'unconsciously . . . been evading (the lan-
guage problems), by sticking her head, ostrich-fashion, into the sands ...'
(1990:4). Not until she pushes herself into a trilingual writing situation (Hindi-
English-German) does she feel a 'great feeling of release, almost abandon, at last
able to employ the language of [her] infancy and childhood' (1990:9).
Intellectual mutedness: English, the others' tongue
The writer's identity with English is one of distance and exclusion. Traditional
literary history has treated women as peripheral, advocated values of privilege es-
tablished under the canon of Western culture and male thought, and resisted any
shifts in the standard literary tradiuon. In practice, women have not been ac-
corded equal opportunity to participate in the prestigious linguistic registers of
religious ceremonies, political rhetoric, and poetry; their role as traditional oral
transmitter in local communities has lost importance; and in general, as writers,
they have been overlooked, undervalued, and denied recognition into the main-
stream literary field. As a result, an historical silencing of women occuiTed at the
highest levels of literary and oral expressions throughout time. The silencing and
exclusionary nature of canonical language denied women not only of a body of
knowledge but of a whole way of thinking — the way of thinking which holds
power and prestige. At the same time, however, a linguistic schizophrenia splits
women's personalities in two: validation through the use of English vs. aversion
to English.
6
Supporting the view that women who write only in English are 'imprisoned
within the cognitive and cultural limits that language sets up', Meenakshi Muk-
herjee 1994 argues that
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All through the nineteenth century English as a language of privilege
in India set up a hierarchy of merit and gradually acquired an aura that
was liberating and limiting at the same time, conferring prestige as well
as exclusiveness on the Indian user ... this was basically a male pre-
serve, and women belonged to an area of life that this language con-
sciously or unconsciously excluded from its domain (1994:12).^
Like many English-bilingual women writers, Indian writer Ketaki Kushari
Dyson (1994:184), too, recognizes the cross pressures of inequality that exists be-
tween writing in two languages. She explains her language choice between Ben-
gali and English as determined by the audience emphasizing her loyalty to and
pride in Bengali, a national symbol of intellectual and cultural reawakening in
(19th century) India, a language which 'preserves [her] freedom, dignity and in-
tegrity' and the magnetism of English which is controlled by gatekeepers and
carries 'the legacy of the Empire which translates into ethnocentrism, paternalism,
and invisibility.'
Creative expression: English, the language of freedom
For some women writers, English becomes the language of freedom and inde-
pendence, even of rebirth. Sharing a dual cultural background, South Asian and
Western, they create new selves by assuming new identities, feeling that it is not
English but their native languages that are bound with the trappings of tradition
and constraining images of female roles and conventions. Therefore, for many of
these writers, English becomes the authentic language — the undistorted, true
reflection of their culture — inviting them to examine and explore their inner
selves and providing a medium to reconstruct their past. This means of expression
in English opens up a new awareness in bilingual women writers.
Bharati Mukherjee, a Bengali-American immigrant author, who chose to set-
tle and teach in the United States, identifies herself as an 'American from South
Asia' (Shankar 1998). Claiming North American English as her 'step-mother-
tongue' and the United States as home, she views herself as 'an American author
in the tradition of other American authors whose ancestors arrived at Ellis Island'
(Carb 1988:650; B. Mukherjee 1992). 'Emotionally and psychologically trans-
formed' (Baker 1994:10), Mukherjee explains:
I totally consider myself an American writer writing about ... a new
kind of pioneer here in America ... Most Indian writers prior to this,
have still thought of themselves as Indian, and their literary inspiration
has come from India. India has been the source, and home. My roots
arc here and my emotions arc here in North American (Meer qtd in
Shankar 1998:59).
Bruce King (1992:153) observes that writing in a personal voice is particularly
empowering for Indian women writers, for a private voice allows them to 'free
themselves from the linguistic standards of their colonizers and create a style that
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accurately represents what the writer feels ... instead of it being filtered through
speech meant to reflect the assumptions and nuances of another society.'
Linguistic defiance: Breaking tiie English language
Indian poet Meena Alexander admits in her autobiography Fault Lines 'the
forked power' of English. 'English alienated me from what I was born to; it was
also the language of intimacy and bore the charged power of writing' (1993:1 16).
Realizing that colonialism is intrinsic to the burden of English in India, she feels
robbed of literacy in her own mother tongue (Malayalam). The burden of British
English exposes the relationship between linguistic decolonization and her sense
of femaleness. English becomes a part of her reaching out for this new world. She
goes so far as to propose that such a predicament 'incites the female imagination
into realms of almost inconceivable freedom' (1981:16), and
yet even as these liberating thoughts came to me in EngUsh, I was well
aware that the language itself had to be pierced and punctured lest the
thickness of the white skin cover over my atmosphere, my very self.
The language I used had to be supple enough to reveal the intricate
mesh of otherness in which I lived and moved (1993:1 18).
With English in mind, Meena Alexander hopes, 'I might some day unlock the
feelings that welled up within me' (1993:1 16). And the only means by which she
as a woman writer can unlock those feelings is to break the English language.
To make poems in India with English is to be condemned to the use
of a language that in its very being cringes from actuality. [English]
will always remain a colonizing power till those whom it oppresses
steal it for themselves, rupture its syntax till it is capable of naming the
very structure of oppression (1981:23).
Bapsi Sidhwa (1996:232-3), a Pakistani writer, fluent in Gujarati, Urdu,
Panjabi, and English, distinguishes her writing in English as a Pakistani from the
'new breed' of writers of South Asian origin. She claims that they use the English
indistinguishable from that of the native populations of England and the United
States, having lived in first-language circle countries and having absorbed the
traditions of the language and the thought-patterns of its users. Thrilled to have
'landed' with English, with pride she proclaims:
We the excolonized have subjugated the language, beaten it on its
head and made it ours! Let the English chafe and fret and fume. The
fact remains that in adapting English to our use, in hammering it some-
times on its head, and in sometimes twisting its tail, we have given it a
new shape, substance, and dimension.
As a result, then, of the spread of English and of the scattering of its users across
the globe, the creation of new non-Western cultural identities has emerged and
multiple social identities of English have developed. English has altered the lin-
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guistic behavior of women writers and their attitudes toward it. 'New' social and
personal identities have evolved.
South Asian women in their local communities: Guardians or mavericks?
The spread of English is attributed not only to the diasporic movement of people
to regions outside their homeland, but to community members' identity with and
attitude toward English within local contexts. Women in urban as well as rural
pockets of South Asia are very conscious of their language choice, actively en-
couraging a 'change from above' by promoting the use of a non-Indian lan-
guage, in this case of the highly valued, prestigious variety, English, over the lo-
cal, regional, and caste varieties. English holds a positive function in the linguistic
lives of these women. Language choice, then, has to do with who these women
are, how they see themselves in the community, and how they want others to
perceive them, observations that most studies fail to recognize as significant and
important for further study.
The role of women in the process of linguistic change has been a focus of
discussion in sociolinguistic study since Peter Trudgill's and William Labov's
quantitative work in the 1970s. Since then, variationist studies have presented
female speakers as ambivalent in nature: conservative but innovative, prestige-
conscious but group (solidarity )-oriented, agents of language change but guardi-
ans of tradition, and linguistically corrupting but grammatically refined. A number
of simple explanations have been proposed for women's paradoxical linguistic
behavior and hypersensitivity to language usage and language choice: social and
linguistic insecurities due to women's vulnerable position in society, societal ex-
pectations to protect face and be polite, the degree of integration into their com-
munities, and ascribed social values of femininity and femaleness.
Framing language and gender identity, as traditional models have done in
the past, views the social dimensions of gender and its relationship to language
too narrowly. Although there are cases where the sex of the speaker is the most
influential factor accounting for particular speech patterns, in most speech com-
munities one's sex interacts with other variables, such as social status, caste, and
ethnicity. Examining gender as the 'complex of social, cultural, and psychological
phenomenon attached to sex' (McConnell-Ginet 1988:96) appears to be the most
convincing approach to account for language differences.
To help explain the ambivalent linguistic nature of female speakers, only re-
cently has serious attention been paid to bilingual women and their linguistic be-
havior within their social communities and to their role in maintaining certain
standard linguistic forms and in determining the survival of certain local varieties
or the shifting to nonlocal varieties. Providing evidence that bilingual women in
South Asia play a primary role in initiating and furthering language change,
Farhat Khan's 1991 linguistic study in northern India finds that the speech pat-
terns of the female speakers in the traditional Muslim culture of Aligarh (U.P.)
show a higher proportion of usage of nonprestigious forms than male speakers,
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rather than the expected reverse as is found in Western language studies. Social,
religious, and cultural barriers limit these women's opportunities in public life and
activities, prohibit social mobility, and offer less contact with the outside world;
Indian women's position in Muslim society is reflected in women's linguistic be-
havior. Non-Western studies seem to reflect that in parts of the world where
women do not play an active role in public and social life, they are less likely to
conform to the linguistic norms of the dominant (male) culture, whereas women of
higher socioeconomic status and with greater educational opportunities show a
higher proportion of usage of prestigious forms than males within this privileged
class.
Interacting with the many factors cited for language maintenance, shift, and
death: numerical strength, social class, religious and educational background, pat-
terns of language use, etc., is the factor of gender (Romaine 1995). As shown in
anthropological studies, women across cultures are the primary educators for lan-
guage development in children, are the principal promoters of literacy, and are the
facilitators of second language acquisition. Women traditionally act as primary
caretakers and transmitters of language norms serving as the model for children's
speech. As in many parts of the world, in South Asia, bilingual women are identi-
fied as the 'guardians' of the mother tongue or the protectors of the minority lan-
guage.
In an Indian village of Karnataka (Ullrich 1992), women are responsible for
maintaining the vernacular caste dialect, Havyaka, by speaking it themselves and
by transmitting it to their children. Although these women may be linguistically
limited and may not use the prestigious varieties, they do realize the positive
value, professional importance, and social significance of being multilingual in
EngUsh, Hindi, or Kannada; for economic advancement and higher education is
dependent on mobility to urban areas where multilingualism is essential if not re-
quired. Having the knowledge of multiple languages, one of which is English,
gives these women a sense of power, not necessarily public power, but the power
to have access to both private and public domains in their communities to pro-
vide, for example, greater opportunities for their daughters in the marriage market.
Although these women may never leave their village, be able to understand Eng-
lish, or feel secure in their training in English, their strong positive feelings toward
the language gives them access to its power. By promoting English awareness in
the community, their self-image and social standing in the community improves;
making a conscious effort to co-opt the prestige associated with their English-
speaking children or grandchildren confers social status on themselves (Ullrich
1992:125). So in the tradition of William Labov and Peter Trudgill, these women
are gaining social status through linguistic means.
One could argue that these women's continued use and transmission of the
vernacular demonstrates loyalty to the group and a return to cultural nationalism
and regionalism, but when the local variety does not have the power for access to
employment opportunities, good marriage matches, or urban mobility, they may
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decide to transmit the language that will benefit their children, in this case Eng-
lish. Therefore, although women are identified as guardians of the local language,
they can also be identified as initiators of language change. Their identification
with a language and positive attitudes towards it help to preserve its mainte-
nance.
In contrast to the Karnataka village. Catholic Goan women have stood at
the forefront in the marginalizing and displacement of the mother tongue
Konkani and in promoting the dominant Western languages of Portuguese and
English (Mascarenhas-Keyes 1994). Due to the historical legacy of Portuguese
colonialism and to the modern-day emphasis on women's social roles as teacher,
writer, and progressive mother, women have acted more favorably toward the
prestigious Western languages and varieties. Strategically positioning themselves
as agents of change, these bilingual women have enthusiastically furthered the
language variety that they see is in the best interests of their community. As
mothers and, too, as advocates for education, they sanction the promotion of the
Western varieties, but at the expense and possible loss of the minority regional
varieties. These women monitor the pulse of the society, shaping the modern face
of Goa through their language choice of furthering the spread of English.
And there is no doubt that female speakers of India make different language
choices. R. S. Pathak's 1985 Hindi-English code-switching study in North India
shows that educated women use Hindi-English mixed code more often than Hindi
in certain domains: family, friends, education, and employment.; women use more
English and Hindi-English mixed code than men in certain domains: family,
friendship, education, and employment; yet, in the domain of neighborhood,
women use less English or Hindi-English mixed code than men. Unfortunately,
Pathak offers no explanation for this variation; if we consider findings from other
studies, however, the use of the mother tongue by these women serves as a
marker of solidarity which strengthens her social networking within the commu-
nity, whereas the use of English presents the image of modernity, mobility, and
education.
To confirm this observation, Badri Raina (1991:266) notes that in contempo-
rary Indian society, among the English-educated urban middle classes, many more
women than men conduct their spoken interactions in English. She speculates
that women's 'perception of the vernacular carries a cultural load which inhibits
the desired status of a gender-free and autonomous self-hood.' When women
want distance, self-esteem, aggrandizement, and command, they choose English,
but when they desire mutually affective closeness, they use the vernacular. The
English language is certainly becoming a significant factor in the development of
a sense of self and identity in the Indian woman (Y. Kachru 1996).
Many studies show that bilingual women play a primary role in initiating
and furthering linguistic change in their native, local communities. Language
choice is linked to their place in society, their social networking, their self image,
and their attitudes toward the language. These women, then, within their commu-
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nities of practice, act and view themselves as botii guardians of their mother
tongues and as innovators of language change; they certainly are not passive by-
standers of culture allowing outside societal influences and knowledge to ma-
nipulate them, nor do they behave like other community members. The strength of
the status of English in South Asia is based, in part, on the choices women make
to meet the needs of their speech communities and to achieve the desired results
of a better future for their family and social group. With English fast becoming the
language of necessity in South Asia, women as primary language caretakers are
advancing the progress of English, which in turn helps it to gain acceptance and
merit alongside the regional, caste, and vernacular dialects, both in private and in
public environments.
South Asian women in transition: Crossing borders
The second diaspora of English is identified as the spread of English to non-
Western linguistic and cultural contexts. A third phase of English, however, can
be identified, whereby the language continues to cross borders and oceans to
make its return to native shores. This stage of the spread of English is due to the
second wave of South Asian immigrants (post 1965) crossing geographic, linguis-
tic, and cultural boundaries. Since the 1980s, South Asians have increased their
presence, becoming one of the fastest-growing North American and European
immigrant communities today.
The typical profile of the second movement of South Asian immigrants to
North America is characterized as urban, college-educated, middle-class profes-
sionals, with high English proficiency, who immigrate with their families for eco-
nomic and educational reasons, and later for residence (Bhardwaj & Rao 1990;
Bahri & Vasudeva 1996). By far, more males immigrate from India to the United
States than females (61 percent to 39 percent) (Statistical Record of Asian Ameri-
cans 1993), the predominant pattern of life choice for female immigrants being
marriage and subsequent residence in the new culture. In fact, from 1972-76.
South Asian females outnumbered males for just this reason (Bhardwaj & Rao
1990). Wliile these women, too, make the transition from their homeland and ar-
rive to these new situations highly educated, specially skilled, and fluent in the
dominant language, English, they find themselves sheltered and isolated, having
fewer opportunities than men to become fully integrated into the new culture.
Often grouped together with other minority non-White groups of the ma-
jority country to which they are assigned. South Asian women are contrasted to
the White and European-American majority. Although work done on immigrants
and refugees to the United States shows that women of color do not identify
themselves as a homogeneous group, as a result of the artificial grouping, these
South Asian immigrants often find themselves invisible and their native-language
varieties holding minority status in the dominant culture. '^
The idea that not only the experiences of South Asian men and women are
different, but that they hold different views toward the new culture and toward
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the second language suggests that mukihngual situations often place special bur-
dens on minority women. South Asian immigrant women often become the pri-
mary transmitters of native cultural, ethnic, religious, and linguistic identities in the
new environment, fighting an uphill battle where the additional language is the
language of a dominant group associated with power, prestige, and economic
benefits overpowering the non-dominant home language, which holds no societal
support. Many immigrant women comment that when they first come to a new
land they 'revel in their status as an English-using person', but over time speak-
ing the English language incessantly becomes tiresome. One female immigrant re-
marks, 'My refusal to operate full-time in English was an unwillingness to incur ...
a construction of my self which I felt to be now unacceptably alienatina' (Raina
1991:268).
Like so many South Asian bilingual women writers, Bengali poet Shobha
Ghose (1977:37-40) describes her marginalized linguistic existence in her poem
"Of Poets and Poetry'; she speaks as a lost soul among millions because she can-
not speak the 'tongue' of the foreign land.
I have tried in time past
to make myself understood
slurred speech, feeble
attempting communication
lonesome in a foreign land
amid total strangers:
I picked up sounds, notes
and lost them.
My ears untuned to strange speech,
I looked with sad eyes, dejected,
incapacitated by a crippled tongue:
innocuous groping
cataract curtained eyes
seeking light, speech
for my feelings . .
.
Contemporary South Asian-American Sujata Bhatt (1993:359-64) in 'Search for
my tongue' tells of a speaker whose mother tongue, Gujarati, is slipping away.
The language, which for her now holds minority status in a foreign environment,
must compete with the dominant language, English. In a setting where bilingual
behavior is held circumspect, she must suffer with a foreign tongue in her mouth.
Days my tongue slips away
I can't hold on to my tongue
it's slippery like the lizard's tail
I try to grasp
but the lizard darts away —
mari jeebh sarki jai chay [my tongue keeps on moving]
I can't speak — 1 speak nothing.
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Nothing.
Kai nahi-hoo nathi boli shakti [nothing is; nothing can be said]
I search for my tongue . .
.
You ask me what I mean
by saying I have lost my tongue.
I ask you, what would you do
if you had two tongues in your mouth,
and lost the first one, the mother tongue,
and could not really know the other,
the foreign tongue.
You could not use them both together
even if you thought that way.
And if you lived in a place where you had to
speak a foreign tongue —
your mother tongue would rot,
rot and die in your mouth
until you had to spit it out.
I thought I spit it out
but overnight while I dream . .
.
In spite of being 'otherized', research suggests that these immigrant women tend
to adapt better and at faster rates to their new cultural environments than do men
(Bystydzienski & Resnik 1994) and to remain acutely aware of their national and
cultural origins, their mother tongue, and their legal status (Gabaccia 1991). Not
fully accepted by the dominant group. South Asian women continually relate to
their homeland one way or another; in fact, they strengthen their allegiance to the
national, linguistic, and ethnic identities of their native cultures, as well as to their
religious practices, the strongest identifying factor among Asian Indians. To cope
with the often economically exploitative, politically exclusive, and culturally al-
ienating new society, females often become, in fact, more culturally rigid and so-
cially restrictive than their male counterparts. Their family continues to play the
most important role in shaping attitudes and beliefs and providing norms of be-
havior. For an Indian woman's sense of self and identity is largely determined by
patterns of socialization in infancy, especially the close affective relationship with
her mother and others in the extended family (Y. Kachru 1996). Asian-Indian
writer Feroza Jussawalla (1988:583) writes that Asian-American women 'are like
'chiffon saris' — a sort of cross-breed attempting to adjust to the pressures of a
new world, while actually being from another older one.'
According to the Statistical Record of Asian Americans 1993, although
Asian Indians are the largest Asian-American group to have high English lan-
guage proficiency (primarily in the workplace), in over 82 percent of their homes
a non-English language is spoken. So, in spite of women's linguistic alienation
and marginalization, part of the South Asian immigrant experience is to find ways
to reinforce native-community values in the new cultural environment and con-
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tinue the use of home Indian languages and traditional practices in their mother
tongue.
For fear of losing indigenous customs, British Gujarati immigrant women
continue the use of the non-dominant language, Gujarati, in wedding songs (Ed-
wards & Katbamna 1988). They insist that English cannot fulfill the traditional
Indian social rituals and linguistic traditions of solidarity, of insult, and of concilia-
tion. Asserting their native identity and the Asian world-view, these women con-
tinue the guardianship role of transmitter of social and cultural messages in their
native language. For these participants the message can be naturally and authen-
tically expressed only in the native language not in a foreign tongue, whether the
wedding takes place in native or nonnative settings. Language choice preserves
the maintenance of gender roles according to private and public contexts.
It appears that women's self and identity is extended to the context of
South Asian homes in the United States as well, where women are regarded as the
guardians of the minority language and by implication of ethnic identity. Kathryn
Remlinger 1994 finds that English-bihngual women uphold the values, attitudes,
and traditions of the South Asian culture: they tend to speak their regional varie-
ties, practice and maintain the religious traditions of their fainily, and teach their
children the mother tongue, whereas the male family members are left responsible
for the domain outside the household, the public sphere. If the children are not
able to speak their mother tongues, then these women feel that they have been a
failure in instilling their children with insight into their cultural heritage. A divi-
sion of linguistic responsibility is evident in the nonnative cultural settings: the
daughters, sisters, and mothers are expected to know, use, and promote the
mother tongue with each other, the sons, brothers, and fathers are expected to
know and use English. Adult women use their first language with their mothers,
but English with their fathers.
These observations run parallel to the 1994 survey responses I collected in
India from young, unmarried college students. When male and female students
were asked to identify the language they preferred in the contexts of home, social
life, and public situations, they answered that in the domain of home, both sons
and daughters primarily used the mother tongue to their mother and English to
their father. They identified their mothers as the traditional and strict maintainers
of cultural identity. In public situations, however, it is becoming more common
among the educated English-speaking Indian class for the children to use English
to cither parent.
The roles that women assume in their speech communities have an influence
on their linguistic behavior and language choice, in pardcular on their preferences
toward the use and promotion of their naUve languages as well as toward Eng-
lish, depending on the public or private situation. When South Asian women
make the move to a new cultural environment where their mother tongue plays a
secondary role, they continue their primary roles as educators of language devel-
opment, facilitators of second language learning, and transmitters of cultural hcri-
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tage. This phenomenon of 'keeper' of language and culture is carried across the
globe from South Asian speech communities to South Asian households in Eng-
lish-speaking settings.
Conclusions
It seems clear then that the diaspora of English has altered the linguistic behavior
of its users and their attitudes toward English and toward the local varieties.
Gender identities are cultural constructs within social groups. One's total gender
identity is a blend of multiple social and personal identities that changes from one
interaction to another, changes over time, changes within lifetimes. These multiple
social identities of English certainly left their mark on demythologizing the notion
of one English language, one English literature, and one English speaker and ad-
vocating a more inclusive model of many Englishes and multicanons of English
literatures. For the new English, users in the many communities of practice in
which women participate have different associations and attitudes toward their
languages. English-bilingual women represent one aspect of this model of multi-
cultural pluralism.
NOTES
*An earlier version of parts of this paper was presented at The Three Circles of
English Conference: A Conference in Honor of Professor Braj B. Kachrit at Na-
tional University of Singapore, Singapore, December 16-18, 1997.
' For the most part, Asian Americans have been categorized under a single broad
category inclusive of the Asian immigrants from East Asia, Southeast Asia, and
South Asia. It is only recently that two separate groups have been represented:
those members who originate from East/Southeast Asia, which includes China,
Taiwan, the Koreas, Japan, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and the Philippines; and
South Asia, which includes India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh. Sri Lanka,
and Maldives (Shankar & Srikanth 1998). Although Asian Indians are a subset of
South Asians, the two terms are often used interchangeably.
2 I use Penelope Eckert & Sally McConnell-Ginet's 1992 definition of com-
munity OF PRACTICE loosely. Rather than constructing a speaker's identity within
the traditional notion of John Gumperz's 1982 speech community, their definition
emphasizes the role of practice, social engagement, and members' activities: 'an
aggregate of people who come together around mutual engagement in some
common endeavor'. For this paper, then, community of practice is defined as a
community of speakers who differentiate themselves from other communities by
their membership in the community and the activities that they collectively en-
gage in.
3 A multitude of contemporary bilingual and bicultural writers have expressed
their concerns of displacement, dislocation, and belonging in autobiographical
narratives and memoirs. For interesting discussions on the reconstruction of self in
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the bilingual writer, see Eva Hoffman's 1989 Lost in Translation and Richard
Rodriquez's 1982 Hunger of Memory, along with collected scholarly works ed-
ited by Alfred Arteaga 1994, Angelika Bammer 1994, and Marc Robinson 1994.
'' T thank Professor Salikoko Mufwene for making this observation.
-'' Some feminist critics argue that Kamala Das' question about language is a wider,
more significant one of the universal exclusion of 'women's use of high lan-
guage, public political and literary of patriarchal societies' (Cora Kaplan qtd in
Sumita Roy 1994:21). Such an interpretation reclassifies Das under the writing
community of the intellectually/linguistically muted group.
^Chinese-Malaysian writer Shirley Geok-Lin Lim 1990 presents a fascinating dis-
cussion on Asian women's linguistic marginalization and the 'squeezing out" of
Asian women writers from the literary world, the publishing field, national recog-
nition, etc.
^ Another example of institutionalized exclusion of women is noted by Meenak-
shi Mukherjee 1994: the learning of English in the early nineteenth century was
virtually taboo for middle-class Bengali women; in fact, a pervasive belief was
held that women who learned English became widows.
*^The first generation of Asian Indian immigrants to the United States is less ready
to accept the label of South Asian. The first generation strives either to remain in-
visible in the Anglo-American context or to integrate into the cultural and social
mainstream of the American way of life; the second generation, in contrast, identi-
fies itself with, and forms alliances with, other Asian minorities to attain greater
representation, visibility, and recognition (Bahri & Vasudeva 1966). Problematic
to the issue of defining the South Asian diasporic community is the issue of diver-
sity within the South Asian communities. Other than tracing their roots to South
Asia, Asian Indians share no other single identifying characteristic. Distinct to this
community are the multiple identifies associated with caste, language, region, re-
ligion, ethnicity, migrancy, etc. Therefore, smaller Asian Indian microcommunities
based on region, religion, and language exist, factors which have an impact on
language choice and language attitude.
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